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A guiding light
moves on
hris O’Brien remembers
running with his trial team
through the Atlanta airport,
trying to catch a late flight back to
Buffalo. They were pressed because
they had made it all the way to the
final round of the competition – and
won. It was a sprint to make the
flight, and it didn’t help that they
were lugging a huge trophy along
with them.
These things happen in the School
of Law’s Trial Advocacy Program,
where O’Brien has had a
guiding hand since
1998. Now he’s
retiring from
his role as
co-director
and will shift
his full
attention to
his private
trial practice;
Hon. Thomas
P. Franczyk
continues as
director.
As he looks back, O’Brien is proud
that, win or lose, the law school’s
teams did the school proud. “All of
the coaches have said that we would
rather teach students to act ethically
even if they lose a trial competition,”
he says, “than teach them ethically
challenged techniques and have
them win the competition.”
And he relishes the small rewards
– the thank-you notes from trial team
veterans, or even the time he lost a
motion in his own trial career to a
skilled former student. “That’s when I
knew I was a teacher,” he says.
O’Brien credits Franczyk for
growing the trial team program,
holding the trial technique faculty to
a high standard and creating the
hugely successful Buffalo-Niagara
Mock Trial Competition. And, he
says, “the support of the
administration has allowed this
program to grow.”
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one professor gets
back to the front lines
efore he came to UB School
of Law in 2011, Professor
Anthony O’Rourke worked
at the International Monetary Fund,
as a litigation attorney in private
practice, and as a law clerk for two
federal court judges.
Nobody has to remind him to
stay connected to the front lines of
legal practice.
Now O’Rourke is taking a leave
of absence from the law school to
broaden his experience even
further. Starting in September, he’ll
spend a year – and maybe longer,
depending on how his cases play
out – as a staff attorney with the
Federal Defenders of New York.
There he will work on high-level
appellate and trial cases, including
a particular interest of his, federal
death penalty cases.
“The Federal Defenders of New
York represent a range of indigent
clients, including in appellate cases
which raise interesting
constitutional issues,” says O’Rourke,
who teaches and writes about
criminal law and procedure as well
as constitutional law. “I’ll sometimes
be involved in district court matters,
like sentencing hearings, and trial
representation. But much of the job
will be research and writing.”
O’Rourke looks forward to
working for and advocating on
behalf of clients who have been
accused of federal crimes who
could not otherwise afford
representation. In addition, the
cases he will encounter, O’Rourke
says, raise “a range of questions,
both constitutional and nonconstitutional, in an appellate
context. The degree to which the
Constitution regulates the
application of the death penalty
makes those arguments particularly
salient in those cases.”
The high-stakes world of capital
cases is not new to him; O’Rourke
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worked on the penalty phase of a
Texas death penalty case when he
was an associate attorney at the
New York City firm Paul, Weiss,
Rifkind, Wharton & Garrison.
O’Rourke says he’s excited to be
doing this work not only because of
his interest in the cases at hand, but
also because Federal Defenders of
New York, which has offices in
downtown Brooklyn, has some
terrific attorneys who will be his
colleagues.
And, he says, the experience
should make him an even better
teacher, helping him to combine
real-world practicalities with legal
theory in a way that benefits
students.
“Being connected to practice is
really important,” he says, “because
it keeps both my scholarship and my
teaching grounded in the realities of
how the law is administered. I
expect that this will give me greater
exposure to how justice systems
operate in reality.”

As a staff
attorney with
the Federal
Defenders of
New York,
O’Rourke will
work on highlevel appellate
and trial cases.

